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“You’re late.”

Cole Walker heard it before he saw him — the old man’s voice carrying that particular flatness of someone who had spent a career measuring things, including time. He was standing beside the café entrance with his hands in the pockets of a charcoal overcoat that was too heavy for the weather, which told you something about him right there. Gray hair trimmed without vanity. Thick glasses. A face so thoroughly unremarkable that it seemed almost engineered — the kind of face that slid off memory like water off slate. For most of his life, that had been a professional asset worth more than any cover identity or forged passport.

The old man consulted his watch with the gravity of a man rendering a verdict.

“Seven minutes.”

Cole crossed the cobblestones toward him. “You counted.”

“I always count.”

“You always complain.”

The faintest smile. “Good. You still remember me.”

The café occupied a quiet corner of the Malá Strana district where the stone buildings were older than most of the world’s governments and seemed to know it. The afternoon crowd moved through the square with the unhurried drift of tourists who had nowhere urgent to be — cameras swinging, shopping bags rustling, the small commerce of leisure. Beneath a worn archway across the square, a violinist was working through something melancholy and Central European that the drizzle seemed to approve of. Normal afternoon. Normal people conducting the unremarkable business of their normal lives.

Cole appreciated normal when he encountered it. It had a way of not lasting.

The old man held the door. “Coffee?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much trouble walks in with this meeting.”

The old man laughed — a soft, private sound. “Enough that I flew across Europe.”

“Then make it two.”




Inside, the café smelled of espresso and fresh bread with a bottom note of damp wool from the pedestrians who’d come in out of the rain. Soft jazz moved through the room from speakers you couldn’t locate. The tables ran about half full — students with open laptops, office workers loosening their collars over lunch, tourists consulting maps they’d already folded wrong. Nobody gave them a second look, which was the point of a place like this.

The old man found a corner table with sightlines to both entrances and sat with his back to the wall. Old habits, deep as bone. Cole approved without comment.

The waitress appeared and the old man ordered in Czech — two coffees, nothing else — and when she moved away he set down whatever expression he’d been wearing and left it there. Just like that, twenty years fell away, and Cole could see clearly the intelligence officer underneath the harmless grandfather, the man who had spent decades recruiting frightened people in frightened countries to do frightening things.

“How bad?” Cole asked.

The old man turned toward the window. Rain was stippling the glass in slow diagonal lines, and the people crossing the square below had their shoulders up and their heads down, the universal posture of people caught without an umbrella. Still normal out there. Still peaceful.

“For three weeks,” the old man said quietly, “people have been dying.”

Cole leaned back in his chair. “Specific people?”

“Former assets. Cutouts. Couriers. Handlers. People who left the work years ago and went back to their lives.” He paused. “Or thought they did.”

“Accidents?”

“No.”

“Organized crime?”

“No.”

The waitress arrived with the coffees, set them down with a brief smile, and left. The old man waited until she was back behind the counter.

“Professional work,” he said.

Cole watched him. The man had spent the better part of four decades recruiting assets across Eastern Europe — careful, methodical, nearly impossible to rattle. Today he looked rattled, and he wasn’t bothering to hide it. That got Cole’s attention faster than anything he’d said.

“Who?” Cole asked.

“We don’t know.”

“You always know.”

The old man wrapped both hands around his coffee cup the way you’d hold something you were trying to keep warm. “This time we don’t.”

Outside, the violinist continued. A tram ground through some distant street. Inside, cups met saucers with small civilized sounds. Life, doing what life does.




The old man reached into his coat pocket — not quickly, carefully — and placed a small black flash drive on the table between them. Cole didn’t touch it.

“What’s on it?”

“A problem.”

“Helpful answer.”

The old man ignored him. “Three days ago, someone broke into a secure archive outside Brussels. A proper job — in and out clean, nothing obviously disturbed.” He paused. “Nothing valuable appeared to be missing.”

“Appeared?”

“Until yesterday.”

Cole looked at the flash drive. “What disappeared?”

The old man’s eyes came up and found his. “The Ghost File.”

The name meant nothing to Cole, which bothered him considerably. Classified programs leaked — that was their nature. Rumors bled through the membrane eventually, carried by gossip and retirement parties and people who’d had too much to drink in the wrong bar. He’d never heard this one whispered anywhere.

The old man read it in his face. “Exactly,” he said.

“What’s in it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You flew across Europe to hand me a mystery.”

“I flew across Europe,” the old man said patiently, “because everyone connected to the mystery keeps ending up dead.”

That landed with different weight. Cole looked at the flash drive again — small thing, plastic and metal, the kind of object you’d fish out of a couch cushion and throw in a drawer. The kind of thing that could start a war. Experience had taught him both were equally possible.

He picked it up.

“Why me?” he asked.

The old man smiled, and there was something sad living behind it. “Because you’re difficult to kill.”




Cole registered the man the moment he came through the door.

Tall. Dark coat. Nothing about him that demanded a second look, which was itself worth a second look. He paused just inside the entrance — one beat, maybe two — and his eyes made a quiet professional circuit of the room before moving on. He went to the counter and ordered coffee and stood waiting for it with the relaxed patience of someone who was very good at waiting.

Tourist, maybe. Businessman. Maybe neither.

The old man had seen it too. Neither of them reacted.

“They found Viktor Novak in Warsaw,” the old man said, his voice barely above the ambient noise of the room.

Cole knew the name. Former courier. Retired. “Dead?”

“Two bullets.” He let that sit for a moment. “Then Elena Petrov. Former asset, Moscow, years back.”

“Dead?”

“Yes.”

“How many altogether?”

The old man stared into his coffee. “Twenty-seven.”

Cole sat with that number. Twenty-seven wasn’t housekeeping. Twenty-seven wasn’t tying off loose ends. Twenty-seven was a campaign, systematic and patient, run by someone with resources and a list.

Across the room, the tall man collected his drink and turned toward the rear of the café. Nothing unusual about it — except that he hadn’t once glanced at the menu boards, hadn’t checked his phone, hadn’t done the ordinary human scan for an open table. His eyes worked the reflective surfaces: windows, the decorative mirror behind the espresso machine, the glass panel on the pastry case. Tracking exits. Reading the room the way rooms needed to be read.

Something cold settled into place in Cole’s chest.

The old man saw it happen. “You see him.”

“Maybe.”

A slight nod. “He’s the second one today.”

“Following you?”

“I believe so.”

“Believe?”

“I used to know,” the old man said, without any particular self-pity. “I used to be certain.”

The tall man chose a table near the rear wall and sat with his coffee untouched in front of him, hands relaxed and visible on the table. The posture of a man who had learned to look at ease the way other men learned languages — through long repetition in places where it mattered. Military, maybe. Intelligence. Contract work. The jobs were different. The habits were identical.

“There’s another one outside,” the old man said, his eyes on the window. “Blue umbrella.”

Cole didn’t move his head. He found the man in the glass — standing across the square beneath a blue umbrella with a perfectly good covered storefront two feet behind him. Watching the café with the unhurried attention of someone who’d done this a long time and had learned that patience was the whole job.

Cole felt the geometry of the situation shifting around him, and not in any direction he liked.

“How long?” he asked.

“Twenty minutes since I noticed them.”

“But you said since they found you.”

“I said since I noticed them.” A pause. “It’s not the same thing anymore.”

Cole exhaled. “You could’ve opened with that.”

The old man laughed — and then stopped laughing, and a strange look crossed his face. Not pain, exactly. More like the expression of a man who has been handed information his mind hasn’t finished processing yet. Confusion shading into something that looked almost like surprise.

The coffee cup slipped from his fingers.

It struck the table, tipped, and shattered on the floor, and the old man went sideways with it — not dramatically, not the way it happened in films, but quietly, the way a building settles when something load-bearing gives way inside it.

Cole was moving before the cup finished breaking.

He caught the old man before he reached the floor, and the blood was already spreading across the front of the charcoal overcoat — a dark, widening stain centered on a small hole just below the ribs. No gunshot. A blade, thin and precise, driven deep by someone who had walked close enough to use it and far enough away to be gone before anyone understood what had happened. Professional work. Very professional.

The café came apart around them. Patrons shouting, chairs grinding back across tile, a tray hitting the floor somewhere behind the counter. People surging toward the exits, pulling out phones, doing the urgent, helpless things people did when violence arrived without warning in a peaceful place.

At the rear table, the tall man stood. Calmly. Too calmly.

Cole looked directly at him. The man held the look for exactly one second — no panic in it, no surprise, no performance of concern — and then he turned and walked through the kitchen door with the unhurried ease of someone leaving a party that had simply run its course.

Cole wanted to follow him. The old man’s hand found his sleeve.

Weak grip. Still enough.

Cole looked down. The old man’s lips were working, and blood had reached his teeth, and his breathing was the short, wet, expensive kind that meant time was running out fast.

“Listen,” the old man said.

“I’m listening.”

He struggled for it. “Ghost File.”

“I know. I have it.”

“No.” The grip tightened with the last of something. “The file isn’t the secret.”

“Then what is?”

The old man’s eyes went to the flash drive lying in the spilled coffee beside them, then came back to Cole’s face with an urgency that had burned away everything else.

“The names,” he said.

“What names?”

His chest shuddered. “The list.”

Cole leaned in until there was nothing between them but the old man’s fading breath, and the noise of the café — the shouting, the approaching sirens, the footsteps — receded to something distant and irrelevant.

“The list of what?”

The old man’s eyes fixed on him, and what lived in them now was fear — not of dying, which he’d made his peace with somewhere in the long career behind him, but of what came after. Fear of the thing that was already in motion.

He whispered three words.

They know everyone.

The grip loosened. His eyes went past Cole to somewhere else, and whatever question had lived in them was finished.




Cole sat motionless for half a second — long enough to let it land, short enough not to waste it — and then he moved.

He pulled the flash drive from the table, pocketed it, and crossed the panicking café toward the kitchen door. A cook shouted something indignant in Czech as Cole came through, and Cole didn’t slow down for it. The back door was open, rain blowing into the threshold in gray gusts.

The alley beyond was empty in both directions — wet cobblestones black with rain, dumpsters pushed against the old stone walls, a delivery truck parked half a block down with nobody in it. The tall man had thirty seconds on him, maybe forty.

Then — movement. Half a block away, a dark coat turning a corner with the practiced efficiency of someone who knew exactly where he was going.

Cole went after him.

Fast.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  















Rain hammered the alley in gray sheets, turning the cobblestones into something that reflected the sky back at itself. Cole rounded the corner at a full sprint and found the dark-coated man fifty yards ahead, moving through a narrow pedestrian lane between stone buildings with the long, unhurried stride of someone who had done this before and knew precisely how much distance he required. Not panicked. Not even particularly hurried. Just fast enough, which was its own kind of message.

Cole accelerated. The gap stayed exactly where it was.

That told him plenty.

The man glanced back once — a quick, clinical measurement, the way you’d check a gauge — and registered no fear, no surprise, nothing that resembled a human reaction to being chased. Then he turned into a crowded square and was simply gone, absorbed into the afternoon like smoke into curtains.

Cole slowed at the plaza’s edge and worked the crowd methodically. Tourists filled the square despite the rain, their umbrellas drifting through the gray afternoon like wayward boats. Street vendors were pulling tarps over their souvenir stands with the resigned efficiency of people who had learned not to argue with Czech weather. Somewhere beyond the crowd a tram bell rang with cheerful indifference to all of it.

He scanned faces, storefront reflections, moving vehicles, the spaces between umbrellas where a man might briefly not exist. Nothing. A good operator was gone before the pursuit properly began, and this one was very good.

Somewhere behind him, growing closer, a police siren wailed. Headed for the café, almost certainly. By morning the dead man would be a small, tidy news item — sudden collapse, natural causes, tragic — and someone with the right credentials and the right quiet manner would have seen to the knife before the authorities worked out what they were actually looking at. Professionals cleaned their own messes. It was a point of pride.




Cole crossed the square to a side street, stepped beneath a shop awning where the rain drummed steadily overhead, and pulled out his phone. One number. A secure line.

It rang twice.

“You sound irritated,” the woman said.

“Good afternoon to you too.”

“You only call when things explode.”

“Things exploded.”

She sighed with the particular weariness of someone who had been receiving exactly this kind of call for a long time. “Where?”

“Prague.”

“That narrows nothing.”

“The asset is dead.”

Silence. Not long — just long enough to mean something.

“Damn.”

Cole watched pedestrians hurry across a nearby intersection, heads down against the rain, coats pulled tight, conducting their ordinary business in an ordinary city on what would have been, for most people, an ordinary afternoon. Except that a retired intelligence officer was cooling on a café floor three blocks away with a small precise hole beneath his ribs.

“He gave me something before he died,” Cole said.

“Do I want to know?”

“Probably not.”

“Tell me anyway.”

Cole turned the flash drive over in his fingers. “Something called the Ghost File.”

The silence this time was longer, and its texture was different — not grief, but recognition. The particular quiet of someone who has just heard a name they hoped not to hear.

“You know it,” Cole said.

“I know the name.”

“What’s in it?”

“I don’t know.”

Cole frowned at the middle distance. “That answer is getting popular.”

“Because nobody is supposed to know. That’s rather the point of it.”

A bus came through the intersection and threw a long wing of standing water across the gutter. Cole stepped back from it. “Where are you?” she asked.

“Still breathing.”

“Specific location.”

“Prague.”

“No kidding.”

“Twenty-seven dead assets,” Cole said. “Somebody cleaning house.”

“Twenty-eight,” the woman said quietly.

A pause. “You counted the Prague asset?”

“I attended his funeral. Fourteen years ago he pulled me out of a situation in Tallinn that had gone sideways in several directions at once. I counted him.”

She cursed, softly and with real feeling. “Get somewhere secure. Open the drive. Call me back.”

The line went dead. No goodbye — intelligence people treated courtesy like classified information, doled out only when strictly necessary.




He found a hotel three blocks away that was small and forgettable in all the right ways, the kind of place that asked no questions because it had learned that questions complicated the relationship with its clientele. The desk clerk processed him without looking up from his newspaper. Good sign.

Twenty minutes later Cole was sitting at the desk of a narrow room overlooking a rain-soaked interior courtyard — one bed, one chair, one desk, one exit — with the curtains closed and the door locked and the flash drive plugged into a laptop he’d had modified by a man in Lisbon who asked even fewer questions than the desk clerk.

The drive opened without resistance.

Folders. Dozens of them, organized by date and location and operational designation, each one containing the kind of material that lived in the deepest strata of intelligence archives: personnel files, asset histories, dead-drop locations, safe house records, operational reports going back two decades. The old man hadn’t exaggerated. If anything he’d understood it.

Cole worked through it methodically — opened folder after folder, followed threads, let the scale of it accumulate. Names and photographs and addresses. Cover identities and emergency contacts and vulnerability assessments. Files that dated back twenty years, thirty, further. CIA, MI6, French DGSE, German BND, Polish intelligence, services whose acronyms he recognized and a few he didn’t. Every entry connected to the intelligence world in some way, as asset or operator or support, active or retired or long since vanished into ordinary life.

It was less an operational file than an encyclopedia. A master index of the entire Western intelligence apparatus, cross-referenced and current, the kind of document that in the wrong hands didn’t just compromise individual operations — it unmade the entire architecture. Explained the dead assets clearly enough.

Then he found the list.

No title. No operational header. Just names — hundreds of them, arranged in dense rows with small colored symbols beside each entry. Red. Yellow. Green. He clicked one of the red ones.

Photograph. Identity. Status: Deceased.

He clicked another. Deceased. Another. Deceased. Another.

The red marks were a body count, and someone had been maintaining it with the careful diligence of a devoted record-keeper.

Cole scrolled through it — more names, more photographs, more deaths, the list going on past what you wanted to believe was possible — and then stopped.

Elena Petrov. Red. Viktor Novak. Red. The names the old man had given him in the café, already filed and categorized and marked off like completed items on a to-do list.

He kept scrolling.

And then he stopped scrolling entirely.

His own photograph looked back at him from the screen. Not an archived image, not something pulled from an old operational file — recent surveillance, taken within the past year, possibly the past six months, the kind of photograph that required patience and proximity and the knowledge of where to be standing when the subject walked past. Somebody had done the work.

The file loaded around it. Name. Aliases — all of them, including two he’d used exactly once and then retired. Operational history. Travel records going back four years. Known associates. Safe locations, current ones, addresses he’d used in the past eighteen months. A threat assessment written in the clipped, precise language of someone who took the subject seriously.

One word sat beside the entry in the status field.

ACTIVE.

Then, below it, a second line that finished loading with the quiet finality of a door closing.

Priority Target.

Cole sat with that for a moment. The room had not actually gotten smaller, but it carried that quality now — the walls a few degrees closer than they’d been, the single window doing less work against the dark. He closed the file and opened it again. Same result. No error, no glitch. Just the photograph and the status and the two words that meant someone with considerable resources and no good intentions had moved him from the category of investigator to the category of problem.

A knock at the door. Three quick taps.

Cole was out of the chair before the sound finished. Laptop closed, pistol drawn, the chair moved aside with a care for silence that was entirely reflexive — the body doing what years had trained it to do before the mind had finished formulating the appropriate response.

Three more taps. No voice. No cheerful identification. No sliding of a room-service menu under the door.

He positioned himself beside the frame, gun up, weight balanced. “Who is it?”

The hallway offered nothing back.

He waited — thirty seconds, a full minute — in the particular suspended stillness of a man who has learned that patience in these moments is not a virtue but a survival strategy. Then footsteps, unhurried, moving away down the corridor and around a corner until the sound dissolved into the general quiet of the building.

Cole opened the door onto an empty hallway.

On the floor, centered precisely in front of the threshold as though placed there with some care, sat a small envelope.

He left it there and looked at it for thirty seconds — another habit, the kind that felt excessive until the one time it wasn’t. Then he picked it up, stepped back inside, and closed the door.

One sheet of paper. No handwriting, no fingerprints, nothing personal about it at all — just a computer printout, the kind of document that existed to deliver information and leave no trail behind it. Three words, printed in a clean, ordinary font.

WE FOUND YOU.

Cole looked at the paper. Then at the locked door. Then at the laptop sitting closed on the desk with his photograph inside it and two words in the status field that hadn’t been there yesterday. He thought about the kind of operation that went to this much trouble — the maintained list, the systematic dead assets, the surveillance photograph taken from close enough to matter, and now this note, delivered not to eliminate him but simply to inform him. Fear worked better than bullets. Fear made people run, and running made people make mistakes, and mistakes were so much easier to exploit than a stationary, clear-eyed target who knew what he was dealing with.

He walked to the window and drew the curtain back an inch.

Across the courtyard, standing in the rain with the patience of a man on a salary, was the man with the blue umbrella. The same blue umbrella from the square outside the café. He was looking directly at Cole’s window, and when the curtain moved he did something unexpected — he smiled. Brief, professional, almost collegial. Caught you looking. Then he turned and walked into the rain and was gone.

Cole let the curtain fall back into place.

He’d come to Prague to receive information. Instead someone had handed him a situation with moving parts he hadn’t finished counting yet, a flash drive full of the worst kind of knowledge, and the clear understanding that he was no longer the one asking the questions.

Somebody had already moved him onto the board.

The only remaining question was whether they intended to play him or simply remove him.
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Cole checked out of the hotel twenty minutes after the curtain fell back into place. Not because he felt particularly threatened — threat was the water he swam in — but because staying would have been a form of stupidity he couldn’t afford. The people behind the list knew which room he was sleeping in. That eliminated the room, the building, and probably a comfortable radius around both. You didn’t need to feel threatened when you had access to basic arithmetic.

He crossed the street with a small backpack and folded himself into the morning rush moving toward Prague’s central rail station, letting the crowd do what crowds did best. The rain had backed off to something lighter, and the city had that scrubbed, provisional quality it got after a hard night of weather — the cobblestones dark and gleaming, the air carrying the smell of wet stone and espresso from the cafés opening their doors. Cole had seen enough cities after enough rain to know it didn’t last. Cities never stayed clean for long. Especially once intelligence services got involved.


Praha hlavní nádraží opened up around him in a vault of steel arches and morning noise — wheeled luggage dragging across polished floors, departure announcements cycling through Czech, German, and English with the unhurried authority of a place that had been moving people across borders for well over a century. The coffee shops were doing brisk business with commuters who needed something between them and the morning

























































































OEBPS/66a0885b10b0a27b2ddadda84bb886b3b3dd2800_smallRaw.jpg
TWENTY-ONE YEARS AGO,
AN ELITE BLACK OPS TEAM
WAS BETRAYED AND BURIED.
NOW, THE GHOSTS ARE
DEMANDING A RECKONING.

THEY HUNTED THEM: f‘) {“\r THEY HAD NO IDEA.

B\

C LOWRY
















